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Our times are marked by interesting, though discomforting, paradoxes. One of them
concerns the question of ‘diversity’ – a question that has been central to the societal
debates in continental Europe in general, and the Low Countries in particular. While
the concern for the growing heterogeneous composition of European populations
seems to be on everybody’s lips, and while we have never been better equipped
conceptually, politically and methodologically to address these issues, the question of
diversity remains a contested domain, as shown by the multiple ‘crises of multicul-
turalism’ which have succeeded each other in recent years.1 Interrogations seem to be
less about the desirability of a pluralistic society than about the applicability of the
once cherished model of multiculturalism, especially when it comes to the question
of Islam (Fadil, 2010). The idea that Islam holds a contentious relationship to
Europe’s liberal values is by no means new and builds upon a much older historical
legacy that considers this religious system as Europe’s ‘other’ (Asad, 2003). Yet the
growing public visibility of Muslim minorities, who are the offspring of post-colonial
migrants, have intensified some of these historical contradictions and placed them in
a new political juncture. A large part of the tensions that accompany the question of
multiculturalism are deeply marked by this changing reality and the sentiment,
shared by many, that Europe is at the verge of undergoing a process of islamization.
Indeed, the polarizing discourses that surround the ‘Muslim question’ have become
so central to thinking about multiculturalism that they have become virtually impos-
sible to escape when addressing the question of diversity.
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The anxieties surrounding the Muslim question in relation to diversity become
particularly clear when the question of ‘gender’ is addressed.2 More than any other
religious tradition, Islam has been prone to Okinian interrogations on whether multi-
culturalism is good for women (Okin, 1999). Countless numbers of researches,
ethnographies, sociological analyses and quantitative studies have sought to address
this question by documenting the emancipatory dynamics that exist among Muslim
groups and by showing that ‘multiculturalism’ (i.c. Islam) may, after all, be not that
bad. Yet by maintaining these conversations within such an epistemological and
political interrogative framework, the multiple trajectories of the Muslim population
tend to become obscured. Debates about the question of Islam and its relationship to
the ‘woman question’ tend to be reduced to the argument that Muslims are adapting
to the narrative of modernity, and its accompanying key values, i.c. feminism. Other
modes of being, which do not necessarily comfort our liberal sensibilities, are either
ignored or viewed as fundamentalist ignominies. This paper is an attempt to think
through this circumvented epistemological space to conceptualize and think through
the question of ‘difference’. This becomes particularly salient when the issue of Islam
is raised and even more so when it becomes connected with the ‘woman question’.
For assuming the existence of differences within this domain is not a neutral enter-
prise but may provide new grounds to assert conservative claims about the incom-
mensurability between Islam and the West. How are we then to address the question
of difference within critical scholarship on Islam and where does it lead us? In this
paper, I center my attention upon the case of Islam and the woman question because
these exemplify the tensions I am interested in. By reflecting on these interconnected
questions, I want to open up a space of critical conversation, and to further the discus-
sion on gender studies and its commitment to difference.
Is Islam Bad for Women? New Interrogations
More than three decades have passed since the publication of Edward Said’s monu-
mental Orientalism (1978). Said’s insights into the role of Western European
academic knowledge production in the symbolic and discursive construction of the
‘Orient’ have become part of our well-rehearsed vocabularies. A large body of work
has built upon those insights by attending to the antagonistic representations
between ‘the West’ and ‘the Orient’ (i.c. Islam). A central trope identified with this
scholarly legacy has been the question of sexuality and gender. While Orientalism
and its scholarly legacy have produced a large awareness about the way in which
sexuality has emerged as one of the key arenas through which the idea of ontological
differences between the West and the Orient came to be asserted (Yegenoglu, 1998;
Massad, 2007), feminist and women’s studies have examined how these have enabled
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new forms of domination or what some have described as ‘colonial feminism’.
Through the works of Leila Ahmed (1992) and Gayatri Spivak (1988), we have
become familiar with the way in which this ‘woman question’ has come to act as one
of the political anchor points for the stabilization of civilizational hierarchies.
Confronted with this reasoning, a large body of literature has sought to demarcate
itself from contentious and conflicting positions by challenging them as essential-
izing representations and insisting upon the existence of emancipatory dynamics
within Islam.3 A deep desire to show that Muslims are not that ‘different’ from ‘us’
(an us that is understood in liberal and feminist terms) and endorse ‘our’ dominant
values of emancipation seems to figure as the privileged starting point for a large body
of scholarly work.
In recent years, however, some scholars have sought to critically engage with the
dominant meanings attributed to the question of emancipation (and the central role
these meanings play within individual imaginaries) by documenting heterogeneous
trajectories that do not necessarily conform to the dominant opinion. A seminal
intervention in this respect has been Saba Mahmood’s Politics of Piety (2005). This
important study, which offers an ethnography of pious women’s movements in
Egypt, has played a key role in redefining the question of agency and emancipation
in the field of women’s studies (but also outside it). Mahmood’s work has provoked
many discussions about the possibility of conceptualizing the question of emancipa-
tion beyond liberal terms. Her theoretical argumentation that liberal-humanist
assumptions undergird our scholarly conceptions of agency, and her thick ethno-
graphic descriptions of pious female trajectories which open up other routes and
possibilities of thinking about this question have contributed to a decentring of the
notion of emancipation and agency by opening it up to other, less obvious, ways of
thinking about these questions. These ways are not necessarily informed by liberal
and humanist affinities and sensibilities or a broader emancipatory agenda.
However, the more fundamental interrogation her work poses is that of the translat-
ability of these differences: the possibility to decentre our conception of agency in
order to consider and envision other ways of being.4 It is to this possibility that I wish
to turn by briefly referring to two recent contributions in the field that have critically
engaged with this issue and with Mahmood’s work. The first one is by Christian
Joppke (2009) and deals with the Veil. The second one is by Sindre Bagstad (2011)
and focuses on the question of feminism. I am interested in these works not because
they rehearse particular critiques but because they invite us to consider the (im)possi-
bility of articulating and translating ‘difference’ in a way that does not take the latter
as a source of incommensurability.
Christian Joppke’s Veil. Mirror of Identity (2009) critically engages with a
number of challenges he considers to be proper to Islam’s public visibility in the
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European public sphere. According to Joppke, the West’s anxiety about Islam
should not be simply read as a reaction to the growing assertiveness of Muslim claims
in the public sphere. He rather considers these anxieties to follow from a number of
characteristics that he deems proper to Islamic norms and values and that remain
irreconcilable with European liberal values, especially in the domain of women’s
rights and gender norms. Joppke argues that clear and unavoidable contradictions
exist in this domain which he does not only derive from a number of theological
discussions but more so from some recent anthropological studies on the hijab and
women’s participation within Islam. For Joppke, the work of Mahmood (2005)
stands out as the clearest example of studies that provide evidence for his claims that
Islam poses a particular set of challenges when it comes to liberalism. My interest in
Joppke’s work has less to do with the reading he offers of the authors he is concerned
with than with the way in which his work is illustrative of how claims to ‘difference’
within scholarly analysis become captured and mobilized as evidence for ‘incom-
mensurability’.5 Joppke, for instance, considers Saba Mahmood’s ethnographic
descriptions as evidence for the way in which “pure Islam, at least in the form it has
been retrieved by the revival, underwrites patriarchy” (Joppke, 2009, p. 5). Although
he recognizes that this turn to Islam signified to many of these mosque women an
entrance into public life and thus modernity, a sense of male superiority undergirds
this mobilisation, which he sees exemplified in the headscarf. This sartorial practice
is akin, for him, to a “reduction of women to their sexuality” and a confinement to
male guardianship which he sees to be confirmed in Mahmood’s analysis (Joppke,
2009, p. 5-6). Her attempts to connect her ethnographic findings with poststructur-
alist insights on subjectivity and power are furthermore swept aside and viewed as
nothing else but “learned but arcane prose” that does not do away with “the fact that
female subordination and affirmation of patriarchy is still the outcome” (Joppke,
2009, p. 5). Joppke does not restrict his claims to the work of Mahmood but applies
it to most studies on gender and Islam that seek to lay claims of difference regarding
these questions. Nilufer Göle’s work on Islamic veiling movements in Turkey or
Joan Scott’s analysis on the distinct sexual regime expressed through the veil are
equally viewed as evidence of the fact that such practices contradict Western
modernism. Rather than debunking the idea of incommensurability between Islam
and Europe, these works are seen as evidence of the latter, which also explains the
anxiety many Europeans feel towards Islam. An anxiety, he contends, which has less
to do with particular prejudices or forms of ‘nationalism’ than with a set of conflicting
and non-reconcilable contradictions (Joppke, 2009, p. 25). This leads him to suggest
that it “is therefore no wonder that the subordination of women has been at the center
of the western critique of Islam ever since colonial times, the veil being the most
obvious symbol of this subordination” (Joppke, 2009, p. 8).
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Leaving aside Joppke’s idealistic representations of European liberalism as a
space of women’s emancipation (which very conveniently ignores the divisive sexual
regime that equally informs Western societies), what is of interest here are the kind
of tensions that are presupposed. These tensions do not derive from a set of prejudi-
cial understandings of Islam, but rather build upon the very same empirical findings
that address and invite us to think through forms of ‘difference’. While this element
of ‘difference’ has been at the heart of anthropological scholarly endeavors, it is
striking to note how addressing these same observations become translated, in the
case of Islam (and in relation to the woman question), as a confirmation of essential-
ising conceptions of Islam and its incommensurability with liberal and secular
values. Critiques like those of Joppke illustrate, in other words, how works that seek
to attend to the complex, and in many cases discomforting (to our liberal senses), reli-
gious and political trajectories within Islam run the risk of becoming caught as
(unwilling) allies of polarizing discourses on the relationship between Islam and the
West. Rather than opening up a space of recognition of Islam’s (or other forms of)
differences, these polemics rather illustrate the difficulty of addressing the question
of difference, especially when the issue of Islam and gender is raised.
Another example that shows a similar tension can be found in Sindre Bangstad’s
essay “Saba Mahmood and Anthropological Feminism After Virtue” (2011). As the
title suggests, the essay can be read as a direct and explicit engagement with
Mahmood’s work (2005). Her work, so the author contends, poses a number of chal-
lenges to the possibility of envisioning emancipatory dynamics within Islam. In
contrast to Joppke (2009), Bangstad (2003) does not take the claims of ‘difference’
observed by Mahmood at face value, neither does he assume the existence of an
incompatibility between Islam and Europe (or liberalism). Instead, he disqualifies
Mahmood’s ethnographic observations as postcolonial scholarly projections driven
by the desire to maintain the possibility of ‘difference’ between Islam and liberal secu-
larity. In other words, Bangstad critically challenges Mahmood’s work for assuming
“too much Islam”, as has been suggested by Samuli Schielke (2010, p. 2), and for
neglecting the imbrication of these religious dynamics in wider political, economic
and other non-religious structures. Yet Bangstad’s critique is driven not only by
analytical points but also by what he considers to be an absence of a clear and explicit
‘feminist’ engagement in Mahmood’s work. At various occasions, he ‘accuses’
Mahmood of failing to uphold a ‘feminist agenda’ in what he considers as an apolo-
getic stand towards salafi and other conservative tendencies within Islam. He takes
such a position to be informed by a desire to “debunk ‘Western’ secular feminism”
which, for him, remains incompatible with a “true” feminist agenda. He suggests that
there is “simply no way of reconciling feminism with a perspective which appears to
‘preservation of life forms’ over women’s rights” (Bangstad 2011, p. 42).
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Positions like those of Joppke and Bangstad illustrate the tensions that surround
the debate on Islam and gender. These tensions either build on the assumption of a
number of incompatibilities between this religious system and women’s rights (as in
the case of Joppke) or seek to persistently inscribe and defend this agenda within
Islam (as in the case of Bangstad). Both positions, however, equally show the diffi-
culty of envisioning scholarly routes that neither address the question of emancipa-
tion nor seek to deploy an explicit feminist agenda (understood in liberal terms), for
these are viewed as either an illustration of Islam’s ‘intolerable’ differences or postco-
lonial anti-Western projections. The language of ‘feminism’ and ‘gender’ seems,
within these very specific contexts, to operate as a conditioning language that deter-
mines Islam and Muslim’s acceptability, rather than an analytical frame that allows
us to think through the question of difference (in its various forms). Such a discursive
context poses the question as to whether it is possible to engage with aspects of
Islam’s ‘difference’ at a time when the ‘Muslim question’ seems to have turned into
one of the main fault lines within various European countries. The observations
made here point at the difficulty of acknowledging and identifying Muslim differ-
ence (especially when it comes to the woman question) without being recuperated by
essentializing and polarizing discourses. It is therefore fair to ask about the possible
routes that may allow us to escape from this epistemological trap, and to remain
committed to a critical agenda that has been foundational to the scholarship on
gender, multiculturalism and diversity.
Adopting a ‘Limit’ Attitude
In his well-known essay “What is Enlightenment” Michel Foucault (1984) ponders
the Kantian question as a way not only to reflect upon the particularities of the histor-
ical era but also to try and think through the characteristics or positive values that
may be retained from this intellectual and political development. For Foucault, the
Enlightenment stands first and foremost for an attitude. An attitude, which is char-
acterized by the continuous historicization of the conditions under which one lives
and which serve as a continuous reminder of the particularities that inform one’s
position, which is, necessarily, mediated by a detachment towards the absoluteness
of one’s lives. This attitude is something akin to a “limit attitude” that he under-
stands as the possibility to venture into a “historical analysis of the limits imposed on
us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them” (Foucault, 1984,
p. 56). At the heart of Foucault’s philosophical assertion lies an ambiguous commit-
ment to the Enlightenment which resides in the relativizing position he associates
with this historical period, as well as a methodological reflection upon the philosoph-
ical (or one could add: scholarly) project. It is a position that consistently invites us to
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adopt a position of ontological retreat towards the categories that shape our imagi-
naries and to engage in a systematic reflection on their emergence, operation, and
sedimentation.
I briefly pause on this Foucauldian maxim because of the tools such a position
offers us to engage with the question of ‘difference’. For difference is, from such a
perspective, no longer understood as pre-given. Instead, it becomes an object of
scholarly interrogation that invites us to address the question as to how particular
social phenomena come to emerge as iconic examples of ‘difference’, and to which
extent these equally shift over time. But it also addresses the question as to how these
sites of problematization (or sites of ‘difference’) are similarly tied to a continuous
process of adjustment and transformation of one’s Self-understanding. In order to
clarify this point, I turn to the metaphor of the mirror invoked by Joppke (2009) to
describe the contentious relationship he views between ‘liberalism’ and ‘Islam’.
Joppke uses this metaphor to consider the ways in which Islam confronts liberal
Europe with its own contradictions, i.e. the contradiction between liberalism’s
proneness to cultural and religious pluralism and its reluctance to recognize mores
and practices that conflict with a number of its ‘core values’ (such as gender equality).
According to Joppke, anxieties that surround the question of the veil in part result
from the impossibility of escaping this contradiction. This Muslim practice of
wearing the veil in fact figures as a constant reminder, or mirror: “the Islamic head-
scarf functions as a mirror of identity which forces the Europeans to see who they are
and to rethink the kinds of public institutions and societies they wish to have”
(Joppke, 2009, p. 2). While Joppke’s understanding of the mirror represents a
number of unresolvable tensions between liberalism and Islamic practices, I would
like to employ his image of the mirror in a slightly different manner. Rather than an
image that figures as a continuous reminder of one’s ‘core values’, I take it as a
starting point to consider the way in which Islam has been understood or even consti-
tuted as Europe’s outsider. The mirror becomes a mirror of practices and ideals that
are internal to Europe, yet that no longer fit its self-understanding, and that have
been gradually projected upon the ‘other’. It becomes a mirror that confronts Europe
with mores, values and practices of which ‘Islam’ – understood as a discursive
construction of Europe – has become a continuous reminder.6
I suggest that the power of critical perspectives (as traditionally also deployed in
ethnic or feminist studies) resides in its ability to pose questions, rather than to find
answers about the way in which ‘difference’ comes to take shape. This is, for instance,
made clear in the way difference has come to be tied up with the woman question in
recent years and especially with regard to Islam. Understanding how difference is
constituted also means understanding the broader political economy and historical
junctures that have turned the woman question into a salient point of interrogation,
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and how it has become a central condition to determine one’s acceptability and read-
ability. Such a perspective therefore, implies deconstructing homogeneous narratives
and representations not only about the ‘other’, but equally about the ‘Self’ and, more
particularly, about the ways in which the ‘Self’ is as much haunted by spectres of
‘difference’, or illiberal behaviours, that are frequently associated with Islam
(whether in the debate about gender, secularity or democracy) (Derrida, 1994).7 Such
a critical deconstruction of a homogeneous representation of the ‘Self’ is needed not
only to downplay exclusivist accounts that build upon polarizing and conflicting
‘clash-of-civilization’ narratives but also to enable spaces of ‘difference’. Spaces of
difference that, consequently, might not simply be reduced to the ‘other’ but are as
much tied to the other as to the differences we find within our-Selves.8
References
Ahmed, L. (1992). Women and Gender in Islam. Historical Roots of a Modern Debate. Yale
University Press: New Haven & London.
Asad, T. (1986). The Concept of Cultural Translation in British Social Anthropology. In J.
Clifford & Marcus, G.E. (Eds.), Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography
(pp.141-164). Berkeley: University of California Press.
Asad, T. (2003). Muslims as a ‘Religious Minority’ in Europe. In Formations of the Secular
(pp.159-180). Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Bangstad, S. (2011). Saba Mahmood and Anthropological Feminism After Virtue. Theory,
Culture and Society, 28(3), 28-54.
Bracke, S. & Fadil, N. (2012). Is the Headscarf Oppressive or Emancipatory? Field Notes
From the Multicultural Debates in Flanders. Religion and Gender, 1(1), 36-56.
Derrida, J. (1994). Specters of Marx, London: Routledge.
Fadil, N. (2010). Breaking the Taboo of Multiculturalism. The Belgian Left and Islam. In A.
Vakil & Sayyid, S. (Eds.), Thinking Through Islamophobia. Global Perspectives (pp.235-
250). New York: Columbia University Press.
Fernando, M. (2009). The Veil in the West. European Journal of Sociology, 50(3), 519-521.
Fernando, M. (2014). The Republic Unsettled. Muslim French and the Contradictions of Secu-
larism. Durham: Duke University Press.
Foucault M. (2003 [1984]). What is Enlightenment? In P. Rabinow & Rose N. (Eds.), The
Essential Foucault. Selections from Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984 (pp.32-50).
New York: The New Press.
Joppke, C. (2009). Veil. Mirror of Identity. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Kristeva, J. (1988). Étrangers à nous-mêmes. Paris: Gallimard.
Lentin, A. & Titley, G. (2011). The Crises of Multiculturalism. Racism in a Neoliberal Age.
London: Zed Books.
DIGEST.01.book  Page 58  Thursday, June 12, 2014  11:30 AM
ISLAM AND FEMINISM: A VEXED RELATIONSHIP?
59
Mahmood, S. (2005). Politics of Piety. The Reform of the Feminist Subject. Princeton/Oxford:
Princeton University Press.
Massad, J. (2007). Desiring Arabs. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Okin, S.M. (1999). Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? Princeton: Princeton University
Press.
Prins, B. (2000). Voorbij de onschuld: Het debat over de multiculturele samenleving. Amsterdam:
Van Gennep.
Sagir, C. (2012). Specters of Racism in Europe and the Racialization of Muslim Europeans.
[Paper presented at the University of California, Berkeley, 5 April 2012].
Saïd, E. (1979). Orientalism. New York: Vintage.
Schielke S. (2010). Second Thoughts about the Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make Sense
of Grand Schemes in Everyday Life. Zentrum Moderner Orient. Working Papers, 2, 1-16
retrieved from http://www.zmo.de/publikationen/WorkingPapers/schielke_2010.pdf.
Schielke S. & Debevec L. (2012). Ordinary Lives and Grand Schemes. An Anthropology of
Everyday Religion. New York/Oxford: Berghahn Books.
Soares, B. & Osella, F. (2009). Islam, Politics, Anthropology. Journal of the Royal Anthropo-
logical Institute, 15(s1), 1-23.
Spivak, G. (1988). Can the Subaltern Speak? In C. Nelson & L. Grossberg (Eds.), Marxism and
the interpretation of Culture (pp.271-313). Chicago: University of Illinois Press.
Yegenoglu, M. (1998). Colonial Fantasies: Towards a Feminist Reading of Orientalism.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Notes
1. One of the first authors to have analyzed this dynamics in Western Europe is the Dutch philoso-
pher Baukje Prins (2000) who offers a systematic examination of this turn towards the “end of
political correctness” in the Dutch multicultural debate in the nineties, a shift she describes as the
development of a “new-realist” discourse. For a more recent examination of similar processes in
various European countries see Lentin and Titley (2011).
2. This paper builds upon a conversation that started on these questions with Sarah Bracke and
resulted in a co-authored paper (Bracke & Fadil, 2012).
3. In recent years, a new trend has emerged in anthropology that presents itself as the study of “ordi-
nary” Muslims or “everyday” Muslims. See for instance Schielke & Debevec, 2012, and Soares &
Osella, 2010.
4. For an introduction to this question see Asad, 1986.
5. For a critical review of Joppke’s work that tackles the various inconsistencies within his reasoning
see Fernando (2009).
6. See the work of Fernando (2014) for an account that conceives of how Islam and the debate on
Muslims reflects contradictions that are internal to the operations of secularism.
7. For a fuller development of this perspective of hauntology to understand the debates on Islam in
Europe see the work of Cigdem Sagir (2012), who has been the first to propose such a Derridean
perspective.
8. This is a paraphrasing of Julia Kristeva’s well-known work Étrangers à nous-mêmes (1988).
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